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Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez gave his annual report to the Asamblea Nacional (AN) amid
growing battles with the press, unions, and business. In his report, Chavez cited significant gains
for the country during the past year and said he was willing to see some of his controversial laws
modified. At the same time, the president moved forward on implementing the new land-reform
law.
Chavez has been in power for three years, but elections called for by the 1999 Constitution saw him
easily re-elected to a new six-year term in 2000. During the past year, Chavez's support has slipped,
and protests organized by labor and business both tied to Venezuela's largely discredited traditional
political parties have tried to capitalize on public frustration with crime and unemployment.
Opposition has increased since November, when Chavez used special legislative powers to pass 49
controversial laws, ranging from land reform to the crucial oil sector, which split the country largely
along class lines (see NotiSur, 2001-12-07). The business organization Fedecamaras has challenged
the laws in the Sala Constitucional of the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ), which agreed on Dec.
19 to hear the case.
Following the December strike, Chavez said he would not modify any of the 49 decrees, but in
his annual report on Jan. 13, he softened his position, saying he recognized that the laws are "not
perfect" and telling lawmakers they had the right to modify them. Chavez has insisted the disputed
laws, including the much-debated law to redistribute unused land to the landless, are necessary to
fight widespread poverty and corruption. Despite the success of a business/labor-led strike Dec. 10
to protest the decrees, the opposition is quite fragmented with no clear leader to challenge Chavez.
The president is still the country's most supported politician and would win any election held today.
Of those interviewed in early January by the private polling firm Consultores 21, 47% back Chavez's
performance in office a significant level of support but much lower than the 80% he enjoyed when
he was first elected in 1999, ending 40 years of political domination by Accion Democratica (AD)
and the Comite de Organizacion Politica Electoral Independiente (COPEI). Of those interviewed
by Consultores 21, 48% responded in April 2000 as well as November 2001 that they did not see any
other leaders who could serve as an alternative to Chavez.
"The high expectations focused on one person and the frustration of not seeing them met" has
cut Chavez's support sharply, said political scientist and Jesuit priest Arturo Sosa. "One reason
is, without a doubt, the exaggerated and individualized expectations focused on the current
leadership." This year, Chavez will likely face a continuation of the protests that began in 2001,
which according to analysts are not aimed at ousting the president but at getting the government to
shift direction.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 4

LADB Article Id: 53219
ISSN: 1089-1560

Chavez names brother to head land reform
On Jan. 6, Chavez appointed his brother, Adan Chavez, to head the new Instituto Nacional de
Tierras (INT), which will oversee the land-reform law (Ley de Tierras), one of the decrees signed
by Chavez in November. The appointment underscores the government's determination to enforce
the law despite heavy opposition. Another indication of the priority given to agrarian reform was
returning the post of deputy minister of agriculture to ministerial rank. Chavez has earmarked US
$14 million for the INT's initial budget.
Venezuela has one of the most uneven land distributions in the Western Hemisphere. An estimated
70% of Venezuela's fertile land is currently owned by just 3% of farmers, and vast expanses of
potentially productive land is idle. Only 4% of Venezuela's arable land is farmed today, while
some 30 million ha are unproductive. Chavez said the agrarian reform program would focus on
distributing land and providing technical assistance to poor campesinos, as well as on regulating the
property of large landowners to ensure that vast expanses of land currently standing idle were put
into use.
Adan Chavez said that the land law would begin with government-owned land, 70% of which is
fertile but lying idle. "The rest will come later," he said, referring to privately-owned rural property.
Fedecamaras argues that the law, like the new laws on fisheries and coastal areas, was imposed
by the government without consulting the private sector. It also complains that the law fails to
guarantee the right to private property.
A representative of the human rights group Programa Venezolano de Educacion-Accion en
Derechos Humanos (PROVEA) told Inter Press Service that over the past four decades the
proportion of land owned by large landholders grew from 23% to 42%, while small farmers,
the supposed beneficiaries of the initial agrarian reform law in 1961, saw their share barely
rise, from 4.9% to 5.9% percent. "The land reform process carried out since 1961 transferred
enormous quantities of land to people who were not supposed to be beneficiaries of the law," said
the PROVEA representative. Chavez gives annual report Chavez gave his annual report to the
Asamblea Nacional Jan. 15, saying that 2002 will be a difficult year. Among the reasons Chavez
cited was the fall in oil prices Venezuela's primary source of revenue. "We hope that oil prices will
recover, but in no case will the recovery reach the levels that we have had in the past two years,"
said Chavez.
The government is expecting US$8 billion in oil revenue this year, US$5 billion less than last year.
Venezuela depends on oil for about 40% of government revenue and about 80% of export revenue.
Largely because of an almost 30% drop in global oil prices, Venezuela fell far short of its target of
4.5% growth last year, expanding by 2.7%, according to preliminary Central Bank figures.
Chavez asked Congress to approve several measures aimed at boosting tax revenues in light of
the low oil prices. He asked lawmakers to approve a reform to the 14.5% IVA (impuesto al valor
agregado) that would reduce tax exemptions and impose an additional 10% luxury tax on purchases
such as luxury cars, yachts, and planes. He also called for a 0.75% financial-transaction tax (impuesto
al debito Bancario, IDB).
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On the positive side, Chavez told the AN that Venezuela is one of the few countries where last year,
despite a worldwide recession, the economy grew nearly 3% and inflation dropped to 12.3%. He said
Venezuela is the only Latin American country whose economy grew during six consecutive quarters,
and the only one that saw a reduction in poverty, according to UN data. Chavez said direct foreign
investment increased to around US$1 billion in 2001 from about US$650 million the year before
and non-oil exports also increased. He said his administration had doubled the education budget,
which is now more than 7% of GDP. He also cited significant improvements in health, especially a
reduction in infant mortality, and an increase in preventive health care such as vaccinations and prenatal care for pregnant women.

Chavez battles newspaper
Meanwhile, Chavez has been involved in a bitter war of words with Venezuela's oppositiondominated media. On Jan. 6, a group of Chavez supporters demonstrated in front of El Nacional
newspaper, accusing it of a policy of lies against Chavez. The president and his supporters accuse
the paper of being at the service of wealthy Venezuelans and against the Bolivarian Revolution.
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The Miami-based Sociedad Interamericana de Prensa (SIP) has accused Chavez of trying to
intimidate journalists. And Venezuela's largest newspaper association, Bloque de Prensa, accused
the government of trying to silence the media by sending the protesters to intimidate reporters.
The association said the protesters were sent by Caracas Mayor Freddy Bernal. Bernal denied being
behind the protest, but he accused El Nacional of "systematically lying" about him and Chavez.
Defense Minister Jose Vicente Rangel condemned the protest, calling it "negative from all points of
view." He said, "The government is committed to respecting the media and journalists and to assure
them that democracy and freedom in Venezuela are fully guaranteed."

The Miami-based Sociedad Interamericana de Prensa (SIP) has accused
Chavez of trying to intimidate journalists. And Venezuela's largest
newspaper association, Bloque de Prensa, accused the government of trying
to silence the media by sending the protesters to intimidate reporters.
The association said the protesters were sent by Caracas Mayor Freddy
Bernal. Bernal denied being behind the protest, but he accused El Nacional
of "systematically lying" about him and Chavez. Defense Minister Jose
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 4

LADB Article Id: 53219
ISSN: 1089-1560

Vicente Rangel condemned the protest, calling it "negative from all
points of view." He said, "The government is committed to respecting the
media and journalists and to assure them that democracy and freedom in
Venezuela are fully guaranteed."
In an editorial entitled "Dictator Without a Mask," El Nacional said Chavez was using the same
tactics of "political blackmail...corruption and open use of violence" that he had criticized in
previous governments. "What a poor and tragic destiny awaits us if we don't stop this apprentice
dictator in time," the editorial said. The US, which is increasingly hostile to Chavez, criticized the
protests. State Department spokesman Richard Boucher said Washington was "concerned about the
attempts by Chavez supporters to intimidate both opposition politicians and the press." Boucher
said US Ambassador Donna Hrinak would visit El Nacional to express US support for a free press in
Venezuela.
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in time," the editorial said. The US, which is increasingly hostile to Chavez,
criticized the protests. State Department spokesman Richard Boucher said
Washington was "concerned about the attempts by Chavez supporters to
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